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Old Kewaunee 
jail also housed 
sheriff’s family 


News stories constantly 
refer to the need for bigger 
jail facilities. Counties are 
building larger facilities 
while the state seems to be 
unable to eliminate over¬ 
crowding despite more 
building. 

Such was the problem in 
Kewaunee County in 1876. 
The answer was to build a 
jail with eight secure cells. 
But what was unique was 
that attached to this one- 
story building was a two- 
story building to house the 
sheriff and his family. Was 
this part of a trend or was it 
to encourage candidates to 
fill this elected position? 

If one was elected sheriff 
in Kewaunee County, the 
family also was guaranteed 
housing during the two-year 
term of office. If the re-elec¬ 
tion bid failed, the quarters 
had to be vacated immedi¬ 
ately. It encouraged sheriffs 
to seek more than one term 


— if for no other reason 
than to avoid having to 
move to different quarters. 

There was no food service 
to provide food for inmates. 
So the role of the sheriff’s 
wife was to prepare the 
meals for the inmates while 
the county provided a 
stipend to cover the cost. 
The stipend could be used to 
one’s advantage to increase 
one’s income. By cutting 
corners, scrimping on the 
helpings or using food of 
questionable origin, the 
sheriff could pocket the dif¬ 
ference between the cost and 
the county stipend. Inmates’ 
concerns usually went un¬ 
heeded. 

Life was not always rosy 
for the family of the sheriff 
Living in that close proximi¬ 
ty to inmates was the equiv¬ 
alent of having someone 
who comes to visit and 
never leaves Meals had to 
be served three times a day, 



Throughout this year 
of Wisconsin's 
Sesquicentenni- 
al celebration, 
the Press- 
Gazette will 
publish a 
series of stories 
on local history. 

This feature, pre¬ 
pared with the assistance of the 
Brown County Historical Society, 
will appear on Mondays. 
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Kewaunee County Historical Society 


Taken in the early 1900s, this photo shows the Kewaunee County Jail and 
sheriff’s quarters, left, and the Kewaunee County Court House. The quarters 
now house a museum. 


seven days a week. Some¬ 
times the inmates were very 
noisy and family members 
had trouble sleeping. 

There was always the pos 
sibility of a jail break posing 
danger to the family. In fact, 
several jail breaks did occur 
in the 1960s. prompting the 
state to condemn the build¬ 
ing. 

One of the long line of oc¬ 
cupants was Sheriff Charles 
Lutien. He died unexpected¬ 
ly in 1925 and the governor 


appoint¬ 
ed Lutien’s wife, Emma, to 
complete her husband's 
term as sheriff. Thus she be 
came the first woman sheriff 
in Wisconsin. She never ran 
for re-election. Perhaps the 
role of sheriff and also care 
taker for the prisoners was 
too demanding 
In 1969 the building was 
abandoned by the sheriff’s 
department, which moved 
into the present Safety 
Building with its more spa 


cious quarters. Abandoned, 
too. was the unique practice 
of the sheriff's family being 
housed in the same building. 

Left behind in the old 
building was a wanted 
poster for James Earl Ray. 
the man convicted of assas 
smating Martin Luther King 
Jr. In several cells graffiti 
had been scratched into the 
paint. Because the citizens 
rejected the idea of razing 
the building, it was turned 


over to the Kewaunee Coun¬ 
ty Historical Society for use 
as a museum. 

The building, located on 
Courthouse Square, has a 
marvelous view of Lake 
Michigan and the harbor. It 
was placed on the National 
Register of Historic Places 
in 1997 

Submitted by Jerry Abitz 
of the Keuvunee County His 
torical Society. 



